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ABSTRACT 
Since the Reform Era governed Indonesia, Chinese people in Indonesia can celebrate 
their culture freely. This government has removed some rules that have restricted 
Chinese people in Indonesia and the Chinese New Year in Indonesia became a 
national holiday every year. Another Chinese cultural festival that is held by Chinese 
people is the boat burning ceremony in Bagansiapiapi. Every year Chinese people 
there hold this ritual and it is attended by Chinese people from other cities in 
Indonesia and other country in the world. The boat burning ceremony is held on the 
17th day of the fifth lunar month. They will parade the boat and burn it in the kiln. The 
boat burning ceremony is also held in China, especially in Wenchow. But, there are 
some differences between both, such as in Bagansiapiapi, they pray to the sea god, 
whereas in Wenchow they relate with Marshal Wen; the ritual in Bagansiapiapi has 
the purpose to reach the sea god will so that people can get happiness, prosperity and 
fortune, whereas in Wenchow it is to stop the epidemic that is in progress; and so 
forth. According to Susanne K Langer, ritual is a symbol because the ritual is an 
actualization of human mind to a variety of forces beyond them. From her thinking, 
the boat burning ceremony in Bagansiapiapi is a symbol of thanks giving to the sea 
god. They believe that the sea god saved them from the beginning of the finding this 
land until now. The sea god saves at the sea and brings order to the land. Because of 
it, they want to give thanks.  
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Within this thesis, I would like to discuss one aspect of Chinese culture in 
Indonesia. This is the boat burning ceremony that is held in Bagansiapiapi, Rokan 
Hilir, Riau Province Indonesia. Historically, this ritual has been around since the 
arrival of the Chinese in Bagansiapiapi. The Chinese community there still performs 
this ritual at present. In fact, this ritual is a tourist destination, both domestically and 
abroad. This ritual is one example of the various cultures that exist in Indonesia. 
Although the ritual is only performed by one particular ethnic group, this ritual can be 
considered part of the wealth of Indonesian culture. 
 
1.1 Background 
Indonesia is an archipelago that consists of 13,487 islands. This country has 
34 provinces with 237 million people. Indonesia recognizes only six religions, namely 
Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism. The 
biggest religion in Indonesia is Islam. The newest religion that is officially recognized 
in Indonesia is Confucianism because before Indonesia only recognized five religions.  
Indonesia also consists of a variety of ethnic groups that live in the 34 
provinces and have their own languages. Every province usually is home to more than 
one ethnic group. One of them, which live in several provinces, is the ethnic Chinese. 
They usually are called Tionghua. In some provinces, such as North Sumatra, ethnic 
Chinese still use the Chinese language, such as Hokkien. They use it in daily 
communication among them. In terms of culture, ethnic Chinese in Indonesia can 
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as a national holiday. The Chinese community in Indonesia will hold several events 
and they invite all people from different ethnicities. 
Since the Reform Era governed the nation, ethnic Chinese in Indonesia can 
hold their culture freely. They can celebrate gloriously. The government also removed 
some restriction rules, recognized Confucianism as a religion and decided to make 
Chinese New Year a national holiday. These seem to be an achievement of the dream 
of people of Chinese descent in Indonesia.   
The Chinese community in Bagansiapiapi uses this chance to hold the Boat 
Burning Ceremony every year. This ritual has been carried down through the 
generations since the arrival of the Chinese people in Bagansiapiapi, 128 years ago. 
They usually burn the boat on the 17th day of the fifth lunar month and along these 
three days there is an event to celebrate this ritual and to entertain all people in 
Bagansiapiapi. Historically, the ritual was first performed by Chinese people that 
came from Siam. Some of them have the surname Ang. This ritual was performed as a 
form of gratitude for the blessing that the sea god, Ki Ong Ya, bestowed upon them, 
to accompany them during the trip and to give clues to life in the new place.  
The Boat Burning Ceremony is the ritual that was held for 128 years. How 
can this happen along a century? Of course, this ritual has the deepest meaning for 
Chinese people in Bagansiapiapi. In addition, some people who have immigrated to 
other cities will come again only to celebrate this ritual. Thus, what is the symbol of 
this ritual? This ritual is not just an annual ritual but has a correlation with their life.  
In this thesis, the author will examine the Boat Burning Ceremony. It will 
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1.2 Problem limitation 
Starting from an interest in Chinese culture, the author would like to 
explore the Boat Burning Ceremony in Bagansiapiapi area. The problem that has 
arisen is what the symbol is in the Boat Burning Ceremony. It brings out some 
questions. What is the boat burning ceremony in Bagansiapiapi? What is the process 
of the ritual? What myth is contained in this ritual? How does the myth influence the 
ritual? How does the ritual influence the life of the Chinese community in 
Bagansiapiapi?  
This thesis will take a major framework of a research culture. This author 
went to Bagansiapiapi and interviewed some people that have competency in this 
ritual. Thus, the author used the philosophy of Susanne K Langer to examine the 
symbol of the Boat Burning Ceremony in Bagansiapiapi. In this case, the author 
examined only the fields of myth and ritual of this ceremony.  
 
1.3 Research significance 
The significance of the research is to reach the symbol of the boat burning 
ceremony in Bagansiapiapi. This ritual has been held for 128 years. Of course, this 
ritual has deep meaning for the Chinese community in that area. In addition, those 
who have immigrated to other cities come back to Bagansiapiapi only to celebrate this 
ritual. One visible feature that has been discussed by Susanne K Langer is that a ritual 
is a form of symbol. It is made clear within this ritual that the Boat Burning 
Ceremony surely has a symbol for the Chinese community in Bagansiapiapi. 
Throughout the chapters there will be a discussion of how the Chinese community 
and fisherman understand this ritual. Another important part of this research is the 
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Indonesia is one destination country for Chinese immigrants. Chinese 
communities have lived in Indonesia for centuries. And, now they have spread out in 
several provinces in Indonesia. Since the Reform Era, they could celebrate Chinese 
culture freely, so that there are some Chinese cultures that are not known and not 
understood by Indonesian people. This thesis will help to understand a little-known 
Chinese cultural event in Indonesia because many Chinese people do not know about 
the boat burning ceremony. This ritual is only known by Chinese people around 
Bagansiapiapi and Medan. Through this thesis, the author is going to make known 
another aspect of Chinese culture in Indonesia, so that it can enrich Indonesian culture 
and people in Indonesia can understand it.  
 
1.4 Research methods 
During this research, the author conducted interviews with ten people. The 
author made intensive interviews with them. The author tried to make interviews with 
old people, young people, people who live in Bagansiapiapi and people who were 
born in Bagansiapiapi. The author made this distinction to learn the understandings of 
people who are of different ages, and people who live in different cities but were born 
in Bagansiapiapi. The question is about their understanding of the Boat Burning 
Ceremony and its influence in their life.  
Besides this, the author also watched a video of the Boat Burning 
Ceremony five times. The first time was to form an understanding for the author and 
to make a basic question. The second until the fifth times were to make clear the 
understanding and questions in detail. Unexpectedly, the author met with a tangki in 
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After all of the interviews were conducted, the author created interview 
transcripts and made clear the section-by-section process of the ritual. Along this 
process, the author still conducted interviews with the tangki. Besides this, the author 
also read pamphlets that were obtained when the author went to Bagansiapiapi and 
visited the Department of Tourism in local government.  
 
1.5 Research difficulties 
During the research, the author has encountered many limitations and 
obstacles. The first problem is concerned with language. Chinese people in 
Bagansiapiapi could not speak the Indonesian language very well. They use Hokkien 
for the daily communication among them. The author tried to seek an interpreter in 
Bagansiapiapi, but the interpreter also could not speak Indonesian very well. 
Therefore, the author tried to use simple Indonesian language so that the language 
could be understood by them. Along the journey to Bagansiapiapi, the author tried to 
make interviews but there was no one who could understand.  
The second problem is about the time of the ritual. The ritual is usually held 
in June. In this month, the author still had some classes to attend. Along with the 
observation in Bagansiapiapi, the author only watched the video and saw the temple 
and the place that is used by them to burn the boat. Through this information, the 
author portrayed the ritual. 
 
1.6 Thesis systematic 
The thesis consists of five chapters. The first chapter is the introduction. In 
this chapter the author describes the background of this thesis, problem limitation, 
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This chapter will more portray why the author has interest in this topic and how the 
author conducted interviews in Bagansiapiapi including limitation and obstacles.  
In the second chapter, the author discusses the Chinese people in Indonesia 
and in Bagansiapiapi. This chapter intends to describe the social life of Chinese 
people in Indonesia. It begins with the history of the arrival of Chinese people in 
Indonesia. Thus, the discussions turn to the life of Chinese people in Indonesia. 
Chinese people have experienced intense violence and restriction in Indonesia. But, 
several years ago, the Reform Era Government removed restriction rules and they 
have provided an opportunity for Chinese people to hold Chinese cultural events in 
public. Beside this, this chapter also provides information about their social life in 
Indonesia. The last section in this chapter, the author discusses the Chinese 
community in Bagansiapiapi. This discussion concerns their history and social life. 
The Boat Burning Ceremony in Bagansiapiapi is discussed in chapter three. 
This chapter portrays section by section of the ritual, the god in this ritual, the 
important person, the myth of the ritual, and the offering of the ritual. The ritual of the 
Boat Burning Ceremony began by asking the sea god about the size and shape of the 
boat. It is finished on the 17th day of the fifth lunar month by burning the boat in the 
kiln.  
The Boat Burning Ceremony will be examined using the thinking of Langer 
in chapter four. Some comparisons between the boat burning ceremony in Wenchow 
and in Bagansiapiapi open the discussion in this chapter. In Wenchow, they held the 
boat burning ceremony to stop the epidemic that was in progress; whereas, in 
Indonesia the ritual is held to give thanks to the sea god because of all his blessings to 
the Chinese people in that area. Using Langer’s thinking, the author wants to examine 
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